Notes on Plotinus - Ennead Two, First Tractate - On the Material Cosmos 





2.1.1 The Persistence of the Material Cosmos 


The Material Cosmos has always existed and will always exist. It is said that this fact is due to the will of 
the of the Divine. While technically true, this is merely a statement without an explanation to back it up. 
How can we account for the perpetuation of the Material Cosmos? 


In the Earthly world we live in in our day to day lives, the particular elements are in constant flux. Only 
the Immaterial Ideal Forms which mundane Earthly particulars participate in are unchanging. An analogy 
can be drawn to the animal kingdom. Individual animals live and die, however the Ideal Form of a 
species of animal remains unchanging. If this is true for Earthly objects we regularly interact with, could 
it be true for the Heavenly bodies up above (i.e. the stars and planets in outer space)? The number of 
variant manifestations of any particular Ideal Form may vary, but the Ideal Form itself remains eternally 
for things to participate in. In this way, The Divine may reintroduce these Ideal Forms into Matter 
perpetually. Individual dogs die, but Dogs as a species persist. In this sense, Dogs only exist perpetually 
via the eternal Ideal Form of Dogs. Individual dogs die, but Dogs as a species persist. If this is the nature 
of Earthly objects, why would it not also apply to the Heavenly bodies (i.e. the planets and stars)? 


Some argue that that the persistence of the Heavenly bodies is due to the fact that the Material Cosmos 
contains all things within it. Since everything Material is within the Material Cosmos, the Material 
Cosmos cannot change into anything else. Since it contains everything, there is nothing beyond it for it 
to grow larger into. Since there is nothing outside of it, there is no perspective external to it such that it 
could shrink it or be broken up into smaller parts. Since it cannot grow larger or shrink smaller, it must 
remain the same. So, it must also be indestructible. How can something which cannot change be 
destroyed? 


This line of thinking provides a reasonable explanation as to how the Material Cosmos as a whole might 
be indestructible and everlasting. Yet it does not explain why the individual parts within the Heavens, 
such as the sun and planets, must also be afforded this impermanence. They are not all-encompassing 
and thus it is theoretically possible that their Material could shift and degrade. The Heavenly bodies (the 
planets and stars) could be like animals, and only persistent in terms of their respective Ideal Forms. The 
Ideal Form of Stars is eternal, but individual stars might not be. 


Further, it is possible to suppose that Material Cosmos itself is constantly shifting. While the whole of it 
is safe from external destruction, the Material within the Cosmos could be in constant flux. Its parts 
could constantly be fluctuating, interacting with one another, and decaying. Then, only the Immaterial 
Ideal Form of the Material Cosmos itself could be said to remain unchanging and eternal. The Divine 
could constantly re-impart The Material Cosmos with its eternal Ideal Form, granting it perpetuity in 
Form only. If this were true, the entire Material Cosmos as a whole would then be like an Animated 
Being, comprised of Matter participating in an Ideal Form (i.e. the coupling of Ideal Form and Matter). In 
this case, the Material Cosmos itself would be qualitatively like Dogs and Human Beings. 


On this view, we need not hold a double standard for the perpetuity of Heavenly bodies and more 
familiar Earthly objects. Heavenly bodies would be like Earthly bodies, except that they are larger and 
retain their participation in an Ideal Form for a longer duration. Thus, we have an adequate explanation 
as to how all things within the Material Cosmos could share the quality of only existing perpetually via 


Ideal Form. This view would then be coherent so long as it can be shown how Divine will could sustain 
the whole indefinitely. 


Any alternative theories which argue that the Heavenly Bodies can retain their individual identity 
perpetually would require several additional explanations. How can the will of the Divine produce this 
effect? Why are some things only able to persist in terms of the Ideal Form they participate in, while 
other things persist in both Ideal Form and as particular individuals? Why are some particular things (e.g. 
the Heavenly bodies) able to maintain their existence perpetually, while others particular things (e.g. 
animals) are not? 


2.1.2 | How Matter May Retain its Individual Identity Perpetually 


The belief that the Material Cosmos and the Heavenly bodies may persist perpetually as individual 
objects, while Earthly Bodies (i.e. things inside of the orbit of Earth's Moon) may only persist in terms of 
their Ideal Forms demands an explanation. After all, the nature of Material objects is flux and 
degradation. How then could some bodies retain their individual identify? Plato himself argued for the 
fluctuating nature of Material objects, and applied this belief equally to both the Earthly and Heavenly 
bodies. Plato asks, how could Material bodies retain their individual identity if they are constantly in 
flux? This echoes the view of Heraclitus that even the sun is perpetually coming into new being as its 
Matter shifts and fluctuates. 


Aristotle escapes extending the fluctuating nature of Earthly Material bodies to Heavenly bodies by 
arguing that they are made of a different substance, referred to variously as Aether or Quintessence. 
Aether is unique precisely in that it does not fluctuate or degrade as does Earthly Matter. Yet many deny 
the existence of Aristotle's eternal variety of Matter, and hold that the Heavenly bodies are made of the 
same Matter as Earthly bodies. If we take for granted that the Matter of the Heavenly bodies and the 
Earthly bodies is the same, how can we account for the perpetual individual identity of the Material 
Cosmos and its parts, the Heavenly bodies? 


Every Animated body is an aggregate of Soul and Matter. Since the Material Cosmos is Animated, it must 
be comprised of Soul and Matter as well. Consequently, if it is to possess a perpetual individual identity, 
it must derive this identity from either its Soul, its Matter, or both (i.e. the combination of both). If 
someone holds the view that the Material body itself is impassible, then they are consequently granted 
that the Material body may exist in its individual identity perpetually. Soul would only be relegated to 
the role of providing the body with Life. However, what if someone holds the view that the Material 
body may degrade and perish, but that the Soul grants permanence to the body it couples with? The 
latter view requires an explanation. How is the impermanent nature of the body compatible for coupling 
with the Soul, whose permanent nature is opposite? In addition, it must be shown how the Matter of a 
body is conducive to actualizing the will of the Divine. 


2.1.3. Matter in Open and Closed Systems 
Let us assume that Matter, the body in the Animated Body of the Cosmos, is constantly in flux. How 


could Matter in such a fluctuating state serve as a means to perpetuate the immortality of the Material 
Cosmos? The answer is that, although Matter is constantly in flux, it does not leave the Material Cosmos 


as a whole. The flux of the Material occurs completely within the Material Cosmos. The Material Cosmos 
itself is never diminished. It never loses Matter, and so it does not age (i.e. come closer to death). 


We can see a parallel on Earth. Although the constituent parts of Earth change, the Earth itself retains its 
individual existence. Plants and animals die and turn into soil, plants grow from the soil, oceans erode 
the land, Vulcanic activities displace water, and so on. Yet all of this flux is within Earth. The Matter of 
Earth shifts and takes on new Forms, but the Earth as a whole remains stable (or at least for a long time 
from a Human perspective). This is the nature of all Animated Beings. Although their Matter is in 
constant flux, the whole Being retains its identity (at least until it dies). Even Human Beings persist for a 
long while in this way, and that is in spite of the fact that in the case of Humans there is Matter which is 
removed from their bodies over time. 


If we consider a body which Matter cannot be removed from (i.e. the Material Cosmos as a whole) then 
we are able to resolve the issue of the contrary natures of the permanent Soul and Transient Matter. In 
a Human, for example, the transient nature of Matter ultimately causes the cessation of its coupling 
with the Soul (i.e. death). In the Material Cosmos, the fact that the Matter cannot be removed from the 
system excludes the possibility of its death. In this way, the Matter and Soul of the Cosmos as a whole 
are perfectly harmonized with regards to perpetual existence. 


Fire, as the principle element of the Heavens, chiefly seeks an upward trajectory. It never settles on 
Earth, just as Earth remains below and does not ascend. As Fire ascends, it eventually reaches the 
highest possible point in the Material Cosmos. Having nowhere above to go, and unable to descend due 
to its chiefly ascending nature, it loses its momentum. Without momentum it loses all resistance, and 
the All Soul is free to situate it in the best and Most Beautiful place of all, and so Fire eventually takes its 
place within Soul itself. It is unable to descend due to the angular momentum derived from the 
revolutions of the Soul, and this circuit sustains the Fire at this height. Since Fire has no inherent 
tendency towards descent, effort is not required to keep it in place. When Material parts combine to 
form a human body, they eventually degrade and are removed from the system. And so, we must 
replenish the lost Matter by eating. Since there is no ejection of Matter from the Heavens above, such 
replenishment is unnecessary. In the case of Fire which has ascended to the Heavens, if it is said to be 
extinguished there, then there would be the need to replace it, as is the case with Humans needing food 
to replace the Matter they lose throughout their life. In this case, however, the Material Cosmos would 
not be a closed system, and so we could not say that it maintains its physical identity perpetually. 


2.1.4 The Perpetual Nature of the Soul 


Let us examine this issue by itself. Are the Heavens an open or closed system? Does anything leave the 
Heavens, such that it would need to be replaced? Is it a closed system, merely undergoing internal flux 
while nothing is ultimately removed or added? Is Fire the only element in the Heavens, or is it merely 
the predominant one? Is it possible for other elements to ascend to the Heavenly realm and remain 
suspended in accordance with Divine will? 


If we can associate Fire, the purest of the elements, with the highest form of Soul (i.e. the most 
sovereign cause of animation), then we will have a solid foundation for belief in the immortality of the 
Heavens. In animals, the Soul chooses to reside in the best part of the body. Shouldn't the highest form 
of Soul choose to reside in the highest form of Matter (i.e. the Heavenly bodies)? Although Aristotle 
claims that fire surges and consumes everything ferociously, he was surely speaking to Earthly fire. The 
Heavenly Fire of the stars is calm and harmonious, commensurable to the nature of stars themselves. 


The All Soul resides high in the ontological hierarchy. It is preceded only by the highest Principles of 
Existence in Nous and The One (i.e. The Good) itself. It resides within the Divine, above Matter, and 
maintains its indestructible perfection. Since Soul is Eternal and impassible, it is not possible for any part 
of it to degrade and cease. To argue otherwise betrays a lack of understanding regarding the eternal 
nature of the Divine. The Divine keeps its Immaterial parts in perpetuity. 


Soul, by definition, is sufficient to contain the things it animates within its bounds for at least the 
duration of a lifetime. Is it even coherent to suggest that Soul might only contain and animate things 
within itself for a limited duration of time? Such a suggestion implies that that natural tendency of 
things is to scatter away from the Soul. Yet if that were true, the Soul would need to constantly exert 
some sort of energy or effort to keep the tings it animates within its bounds. To imply that it is possible 
for Soul to cease encapsulating things and imparting them with Animation implies that it does not 
encapsulate things effortlessly and naturally. For example, an Ideal Form contains its variant 
manifestations merely by nature of its Essence. It automatically and necessarily does so as direct result 
of its nature as an Ideal Form. To suggest that a Soul does not perpetually engage in its characteristic 
acts (i.e. Animation) is akin to suggesting that an Ideal Form could lose its connection to one of its 
variants. In short, to argue that a Soul could lose its grasp on a body It is animating is akin to arguing that 
there is something which can rewrite the fundamental laws of logic and relation. Such a proposition is 
contrary to the very nature of Soul itself. 


Further, the fact that the Cosmos has no beginning (to be discussed in another tractate) gives us good 
reason to think that it shall not end either. What could cause it to cease existing? Although Material 
objects degrade and wear out, their fundamental elements are not destroyed. They are merely recycled 
and in flux. The fact that the elements exist in perpetuity means that the Cosmos they exist within must 
necessarily persist as well. The All Soul itself is unable to cease its existence (to be discussed in another 
tractate), as it does not face difficulty or expend energy in the process of its acts to shape the Cosmos. 
There is no process by which it can wither away. Even in the impossible event in which all of the Matter 
in the Material Cosmos was wiped away, Soul would remain impassible and unaffected due to its 
residence within the Divine. 


2.1.5 Heaven and Earth, Body and Soul 


Why do objects of the Heavens persist perpetually, while Earthly objects perish? Plato's answer is that 
the objects of the Heavens are formed by the supreme, highest order Divinity itself (i.e. Nous itself). 
Earthly objects are generated from lesser Gods (i.e. the Ideal forms within Nous) which are themselves 
made by this highest order Divinity. It is the natural law of the Cosmos that thing generated by the 
highest Divinity directly endure perpetually. 


This system implies an ontological hierarchy. The Heavenly Soul (i.e. the soul of the Heavenly bodies) is 
produced directly from Nous (i.e. the Demiurge), which in turn produced the Earthly Soul which presides 
above the Souls of animal life on Earth. The lower order Souls are carved out of the higher order Soul. In 
this process, they become diminished and less full. Each lesser Soul bears resemblance to the Soul of the 
Heavens, in that they both engage in the animation of bodies. Yet the lower order Souls are less potent, 
and preside over smaller and lesser bodies. While the Soul of the Heavens presides over the highest 
form of Matter in the Heavenly bodies (i.e. the planets and stars), the lower order Souls preside over the 
material bodies of Earth. The Matter of the bodies on Earth are inferior in that they lose their form more 


readily. They are more transient. Thus, the Living Beings of Earth do not persist due to the transient 
nature of the Matter which comprises them, and due to the relatively less powerful Souls which animate 
their bodies. 


On the Contrary, the Heavenly bodies persists. Since the whole of the Heavens must persist, so too must 
its parts. The objects on Earth are not a part of the heavenly system, and so the persistence of the 
Heavenly system does not extend its immortality to the Earthly bodies beneath the moon. We are 
formed by Souls which are removed by multiple degrees of separation from the most powerful Soul of 
the Heavens. In fact, we are not governed by a single quality of soul (See notes on Ennead One, First 
Tractate, Section 1). The inferior part of the Soul of a Human Being (i.e. the Unreasoning Soul) is crafted 
by the lower order Gods, and constitutes the animation of our body and its basic life-supporting 
functions. It is the foundational cause of our Being. The higher parts of the Soul of a Human Being (i.e. 
the Reasoning and Intellectual Souls) constitute our self-aware identity. This does not constitute our 
Being itself, but rather our Wellbeing. The higher orders of the Human Soul bridge the gap between our 
Unreasoning Animated Body with the Divine itself, adding Reasoning and Intellect to our Unreasoning 
Being. 


2.1.6 Questions Regarding the Interdependence of the Elements 


We must now discuss whether Fire is the only element in the Heavens. Further we must discern whether 
or not there is external flux from the Heavens. If there is external flux from the Heavens (i.e. material 
leaving from the Heavens such that it is not a closed system), then it will require things to replace those 
which leave it. 


Plato's Timaeus concluded that the Material Cosmos is primarily comprised of Fire and Earth. Fire makes 
things visible, while Earth makes things solidified. Stars being very visible must be primarily made of Fire, 
but they are also undoubtably solid and thus must contain some Earth as well. This appears to be close 
to Plato's actual world view (as opposed to being merely a point of view represented in the dialog). As 
far as our sense perceptions can ascertain, most of the Material Cosmos appears to be of Fire. Yet the 
fact that solidity exists in the Material Cosmos also means that it contains Earth too. 


What about the other elements? What do the Heavens need Water and Air for? It seems 
counterintuitive for Water to survive among so much Fire given their differing natures. Further, 
shouldn’t the Air eventually be consumed and transformed by the Fire as well? As is argued in Timaeus, 
two contrary entities require intermediaries. Intermediaries fill in between the extreme ends of the 
continuum they exist upon in order to make the extreme concepts coherent. Does this necessarily apply 
to physical bodies as well? For one, Water stands between Earth and Air (the continuum is in the order 
of Fire, Air, Water, then Earth) yet Water and Earth would appear to be able to mix without 
necessitating an intermediary. Some may argue that the hypothetical intermediaries between Water 
and Earth are present within the Water and Earth itself. Such an argument for Earth and Water does not 
apply to the question at hand, however, because Earth and Water are not contrary entities which 
require intermediaries for coherence. Further, if Earth and Water self-contain the hypothetical 
intermediaries between each other, then the intermediaries are within each other, not between each 
other. In this case, there is really nothing between them and they can be bound together directly. 


Next, we must address whether Earth may be visible without Fire, and whether Fire may be solid 
without any Earth. If not, then none of the elements would possess their own independent 


substantiality. In this case, all of the Elements would be mixed in with all Matter, and only the 
proportions of each would vary from Material thing to thing. This is in fact a commonly held belief, as 
(for example) it is said by many that Earth must contain at least some Water to bind it together 
cohesively. If we accept the proposition that the elements are always mixed together, we are left with 
the problem of each element lacking its own independent Essence. In this case, each element would not 
be something in of itself. Yet in that case, what could be the foundation for each element within a 
mixture of said elements? If every element is a mix of Fire, Air, Water, and Earth, what makes up the 
Fire, Air, Water, and Earth which then get mixed together? 


For Earth, how can there be an essential piece of Earth if all Earth requires Water to bind it together? 
What does the Water have to bind together, if there are no Essential pieces of Earth? If Water binds 
together pieces of Earth, then there must be individual pieces of Earth which may be bound together. 
Thus, each piece of Earth must have its own substantial Essence irrespective of any magnitude of Water. 
Further, what need does Earth have of Air? How could Air retain its nebulous and gaseous nature while 
forming part of a solid piece of Earth? 


With regards to Fire, Timaeus argues that Fire is merely necessary for the elements to be visible. It does 
not argue that Fire is necessary for Earth to exist at all. Visibility is a product of light, which is indeed 
necessary for visibility. To say that we can see an object which is not illuminated is absurd. After all 
darkness itself is not seen, but merely reflects a lack of visibility. It is the same with sound. Silence is not 
heard, but rather is experienced as the absence of sound. While Fire may be necessary to see Earth, 
there is no reason to suppose that it is a necessary part of its composition. Light, emanating from Fire 
and then reaching an object is sufficient for this object to become visible. Cold objects, such as snow, are 
plainly visible. Yet their lack of intense heat also betrays their lack of Fire as a component. It may, 
however, be conceded that Fire is necessary at some point produce the Light which illuminates the 
objects. 


As for Water, can it not exist in of itself without participating as a binding agent for Earth? 
As for Air, again, how can something so gaseous and nebulous contain something so solid as Earth? 


While Fire does appear solid in a sense, we can argue that it has no need for Earth due to the fact that 
its structure seems of a different variety than that of Earth. It does not remain fixed in three dimensions, 
as Earth does. It is possible that its volume and resistance to other things is a product of its natural 
displacement of volume, rather than any Earth. 


Only hardness must be predicated on Earth. Even structure and density may belong to other things. 
Consider melted gold, which possesses a nature like Water, but nonetheless possesses three- 
dimensional extension and density. 


Lastly, Fire is conceivably predicated on Soul alone. For example, the bodies of certain daemons (i.e. 
guardian spirits) are comprised of Fire alone. 


So, do we reject the notion that every portion within the Material Cosmos is comprised of all of the 
Elements? The trick is that this statement is true in the Earthly Sohere. However, it is not prudent to 
apply the nature of Earthly things to the Heavenly bodies. The presence of Earth within the Heavens is 
untenable. The presence of Earth in the Heavens is disproven by the fact that the Heavens so plainly 
gleam with Fire. 


2.1.7. The Nature of Earth and Fire 


How can we resolve this juxtaposition between Earth and Fire? Plato's view is that the Material Cosmos 
must have this quality of three dimensional displacement and resistance. This view puts Earth set at the 
center of the universe. There, Earth provides both the quality of solidity in living Beings, as well as a solid 
foundation for them to walk upon. Earth is self-sustaining in its continuous existence, but requires Fire 
for its illumination. Water provides moisture and lubrication to the system, preventing its parts form 
binding together. Air lightens the masses of Earthly objects. 


Each element may lend parts of its quality to other Elements, but not because each Element makes up 
the constitution of every Material system. Fire and Earth are not intermingled as the constituent parts of 
Stars, for example. Rather, each element represents a quality of the entire Material Cosmos. Because 
the entire Material Cosmos consist in the qualities of each Element, each individual part of the Cosmos 
contains a semblance of the quality of each Element as well. 


Earth, for example, is not comprised of Air and Fire themselves. Instead, it may take on Air's quality of 
softness and Fire's quality of brightness. A true mixture would be something of a different kind, and 
represent a composite thing comprised of both Elements. In actuality, we see a manifestation of a 
certain Element's quality within another Element. 


Plato himself implies this doctrine when he states that the Divine lit up the second object which 
encircles the Earth (i.e. the Sun), and refers to the Sun as the most brilliant star. These words imply a 
purity to the Sun, indicating that he thought of it as comprised only of Fire. Further, Plato holds that it is 
made of light. In Plato’s system, Light is a type of Fire in which differs from the flames we are familiar 
with on Earth. Plato makes this distinction due to Light’s relatively less intense heat. Plato distinguished 
between the corporeal Light which makes up the body of the Sun, which is a light source, and the Light 
of illumination which emanates from it and is incorporeal. 


The word Earthly is often used with a negative connotation, Plato uses the term to signify solidity. 
Though Earth is commonly thought of as one unified body, Plato distinguishes between several 
qualitatively different varieties of it. 


The Fire which constitutes the Sun is the purest form of Light, and is relegated to the Heavens. The 
Earthly Flames do not reach the Heavens, but are extinguished by the Air before exceeding Lunar orbit. 
Further, the Earthly Flames carry part of the nature of Earth, and so are weighed down and prevented 
from reaching the Heavens even if they did not extinguish. The Earthly Flames stop beneath the Lunar 
orbit, and only serve to lighten the Air present there. Any part of such Earthly Fire which retains the 
quality of Fire to that point loses its power. In the sky, Earthly Fire’s only act is to transmit light from the 
Heavenly Flames above it. 


The Heavenly Fire is divided unequally among the stars, lending to their varied colors and magnitude. 
Indeed, the rest of the Heavens are comprised of this Heavenly Flame as well, although it is quite far 
away, nebulous and low-density enough to be transparent in the same manner as Air. 


2.1.8 Eternal Life in the Heavens, Continual Rebirth on Earth 


The Heavenly Fire and its purest Light subsist in the highest sphere of the Heavens. This is because it is 
itself the purest form of Matter, and as such it belongs to the purest place in the Material Cosmos. Given 
that it exists in such a realm, what could possibly be said to leave it? Its natural tendency is towards 
ascendance, so it would never flow downward of its own accord. Further, there is nothing above it to 
push it downward either. Consider that a body which is coupled with Soul is qualitatively different from 
a body which is not coupled with Soul. Consider further that the body of the Heavens is completely 
connected to the Soul of the Cosmos at every point, which explains these unique phenomena. 


What could reach such Heavenly Fire from Below? Only Air and Fire have any tendency towards 
upwards movement. Yet Air has no capabilities of interference (seeing as it is nebulous and flows around 
things), so what could it do to the Heavenly bodies? Earthly Fire cannot affect the Heavenly Fire either. 
First of all, Earthly Fire would need to transform into a similar quality to the Heavenly Fire in order for 
them to have a share medium for such an interaction. Further, the nature of Earthly Fire is to add heat 
to something. Yet the Heavenly Fire also possesses heat. Since you cannot add a quality to something 
which already possesses it, Earthly Fire has nothing to add to Heavenly Fire. Since Fire can only destroy 
something by adding heat to it, and since heat cannot be added to the Heavenly Fire (because it already 
possesses it), Earthly Fire has no means by which to destroy the Heavenly Fire. 


Let us summarize in conclusion. 


The Heavenly bodies do not require anything outside of them to guarantee their persistent existence. 
This is exemplified by the self-contained circular nature of their movements. Only other types of 
movement, such as those in a straight line require external forces to perpetuate. 


The Heavenly bodies do not need replenishment of their Matter, as no Matter leaves the Heavenly 
system. 


We cannot make statements about the Heavenly bodies based on our observations of the Earthly 
bodies. They are not of the same nature and it would not be comparing two qualitatively similar things. 


The Heavenly bodies differ from the Earthly bodies by the nature of their coupling to Soul, and 
consequently their physical location. The Heavenly body is connected to the Soul of the Cosmos at all 
points, which grants each point of it the eternal nature of Soul. The incomplete coupling of Soul and 
Body for Earthly animals is what allows the uncoupled Matter to degrade. This unconnected Mater 
degrades and requires maintenance via the replacement of nutrients (i.e. eating). This difference is 
ultimately why the Heavenly Animated Body persists eternally, while Earthly Animated Bodies 
eventually die and must be reborn again. 


